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Introduction
Ithasalwaysbeingafactthatadultscanlearn,butitwasuntilthe
twentiethcenturythatattentionwaspaidtoadulteducation.Oneofthe
earliestresearchesonadultlearningwasconductedbybehavioral
psychologists.Theseearlystudiesconductedwithacuriositytoknowhow
ageingaffectedlearningprocess.

However,bythemid-twentiethcenturyinterestinadultlearnersfrom a
humanistic psychologyperspective focused more on how adult¬hood
couldbedistinguishedfrom childhoodlearning.Ahumanisticper¬spective
onlearningemphasizespersonalgrowthanddevelopmentratherthanthe
moremechanisticchangeinbehavior.Anditwasthisresearchandwriting
onadultlearningthatresultedinadulteducationbecom¬ingarecognized
field ofpractice with its own professionalassociations,journals,and
conferences.Thethreemajor“foundational”theoriesofadultlearningthat
emerged during this time—andragogy, self-directed learning, and
transformativelearning—arefirmlylodgedinhumanisticlearningtheory.
Eachtheoryorframeworkisassociatedwithanadulteducatorwhowanted
todefinewhatischaracteristicofthelearningofadultsversusthatof
children.Eachtheoryhasarobustresearchbaseandhas,forthemostpart,
withstoodthetestoftime.(Merriam 2014).

Adultsarediscerninginwhattheywanttolearn,theyaremorequestioning
andsubjectiveaboutwhattheywanttolearn.Theywanttoseethebenefits
ofpartakinginaprogramme,thisiswhytherearelearningtheoriestohelp
directlearning.Itisimportanttorememberthatadultlearnersarenot
simplychronologicallyadults.Theyhaveexpectationsandmotivationsthat
differfrom theiryoungercounterparts.
Adultslearnbestbypracticeandexperience.Theyaremoreinterestedin
practicingwhattheyhavebeentaughtthenmemorizingoreventakingan
exam.Adultlearnersaregoalorientedandhencecanbedemandingand
needtoknowwhattheireducationwilldotohelpthem meettheirgoals.It
isimportanttoprovideseveralwaystoshowexpertiseonatopicthat
allowsthelearnertoknowandnotewhichonebestmeetstheirlearning
needsandgoals.Thereisneedtoshowrespectforlearners’previous
knowledgeandexperiencesthishelpstocreateapositivelearning
environment.Facilitatorswhoapproachclasseswiththeviewthatthey
maylearnaswellhelptocreatesuchanenvironment.Althoughthe
facilitatormayhavemasteryofagiventopic,theycanoftenlearnfrom
engagingindiscussionwiththeiradultlearners.



Adultlearnersareproblem-orientedintheirlearninghenceProblem-based
educationiswellsuitedforadults,helpingthem todevelopimportantskills
theycantranslateintoprofessionalpractice.



AdultLearningTheory
Adultlearningtheoriesgivesanunderstandingofhowadultslearn,and
helpsfacilitatorstobemoreeffectiveintheirpracticeandabletorespond
bettertotheneedsofthelearners.Thereisnotheorythatcanbesaidtobe
thebestorthatcanbeapplicabletoalladultlearners.Thefactisthemore
theadultfacilitatorunderstandsthisitwillhelphim orhertobemore
effectiveinrelatingwithadultlearnersandmeetingthelearningneedsthey
bringforward.Adultlearningtheoryrevealsthefactthatadultshaveunique
qualitiesthatmakethem differentfrom youngerlearners.

Adultlearningtheoryisbasedonfourkeyprinciplesandfivekey
assumptions.
KeyPrinciplesofAdultLearning
1.InvolvementinLearning:Adultswanttobeinvolvedintheplanning,
delivery,andexecutionoftheirlearning.
2.AccessingPastExperiences:Adultspossessawealthofexperiencesto
helpthem understandnewinformation.
3.Problem Solving:Adultswanttosolveproblemsandapplyreasoning.
4.Immediacy:Adultswanttobeabletoapplyinformationimmediately.
KeyAssumptionsofAdultLearning
1.Self-concept:Adultsaremoreindependentandself-directed.
2.Experience:Adultshavepriorexperiencefrom whichtheydraw
knowledge.
3.ReadinesstoLearn:Adultsneedareasonforlearningandaregoal
oriented.
4.OrientationofLearning:Adultswanttobeabletoapplyinformationto
theirlivesandarelessinterestedingenerallearningonatopic.
5.MotivationtoLearn:Adultsareintrinsicallymotivatedtolearn,wantingto
improvethemselvesratherthanlearnbecauseofothers.
(https://www.teachingandlearningnetwork.com/adult-learners.html)

AccordingtoMerriam (2014),thethreefoundationaladultlearningtheories
are;

1.Andragogy
2.Self-directedlearning
3.Transformativelearning



Andragogy:AndragogyinEuropeandwasintroducedtoUSAbyMalcolm
Knowles in the late 1960s.He introduced itas a technology for
understandingthedifferencebetweenpedagogywhichishow children
learnfrom andragogywhichisanunderstandingofhowadultslearn.

Theseareprinciplesofanadultlearner:

•Moves from dependency to increasing self-directedness as he/she
maturesandcandirecthis/herownlearning:AsanadultfacilitatorIhave
hadmyfairshareofthisattribute.Adultswhoaretotalilliterateandhave
noknowledgeofwesterneducationusuallyseem verydependentatthe
beginning stage,butas soon as they have gained some levelof
understandingandcanrelateittotheireverydaylife,theybegintodirect
thelearningandtellmeaspectthatareimportanttothem andwithtimeto
begintospecializeonanaspectthatisimportanttothem.

•Drawsonhis/heraccumulatedreservoiroflifeexperiencestoaidlearning:
To a large extentespeciallyin Nigeria,culture and religion forms
experience,tosuccessfullyteachadultlearnersthefacilitatormustbe
willingacknowledgetheirbelievesystem andcultureandrespecttheir
religiousbeliefs.Anyknowledgethatnegatescultureandreligionis
seenasathreattotheirthoughtpattern.

•Isreadytolearnwhenhe/sheassumesnewsocialorliferoles:Aslongas
an adultlearnersees benefitin a programme,there’s an intrinsic
motivationtolearn.Inmyclassihavelearnersgivesacrificeintermsof
makingouttimeforclasses,givingtheirresourcesevenwhenitisnot
convenientbecausetheyhaveseenhow usefultheclassistothem
especiallyintheirworkandbusinessspace

•Isproblem-centeredandwantstoapplynewlearningimmediately;and

•Ismotivatedtolearnbyinternal,ratherthanexternal,factors.

These are implications forpractice suggested by Knowles,foradult
educators

•Setacooperativeclimateforlearningintheclass-room;

•Assessthelearner’sspecificneedsandinterests;

•Developlearningobjectivesbasedonthelearner’sneeds,interests,and
skilllevels;



•Designsequentialactivitiestoachievetheobjectives;

•Workcollaborativelywiththelearnertoselectmethods,materials,and
resourcesforinstruction;and

•Evaluatethequalityofthelearningexperienceandmakeadjustments,as
needed,whileassessingneedsforfurtherlearning.(Meriam 2014).

AccordingtoCevero(2001),becauseadultsneedtoknowwhytheyare
learningsomething,effectiveteachersexplaintheirreasonsforteaching
specificskills.Becauseadultslearnbydoing,effectiveinstructionfocuses
ontasksthatadultscanperform,ratherthanonmemorizationofcontent.
Becauseadultsareproblem-solversandlearnbestwhenthesubjectisof
immediateuse,effectiveinstructioninvolvesthelearnerinsolvingreal-life
problems.

Andragogyisnotwithoutcriticism.Brookfield(2014),calledthetheory
"cultureblind,"statingthattheconceptofself-directedlearningandthe
conceptofthestudent’sestablishinganon-threateningrelationshipwith
theteacherasfacilitatoroflearningmayneglectracesandculturesthat
valuetheteacherastheprimarysourceofknowledgeanddirection.



Self-DirectedLearning
Self-directedlearning(SDL),isasecondmajoradultlearningtheory,

whichhashelpedtoshow thedifferencesbetweenadultlearnersand
children.

AccordingtoMeriam (2014),Tough’sresearchedintotheself-planned
learningprojectsofCanadianadultlearnersandhefoundthat90%ofhis
partici¬pantshadengagedinanaverageof100hoursofself-planned
learning projectsthepreviousyear,and thatthislearning wasdeeply
embedded in theireverydaylives.Over45 yearsofresearch inNorth
AmericaandEuropehassubstantiatedthatmostadultsareengagedinself
-directedlearningprojects,thatthislearningoccursaspartofeverydaylife,
isundertakeninasystematicway,yetisnotdependentuponaninstructor
oraclassroom.Self-directedlearningstatesthatthelearnerisincontrolof
hisorherownlearning.Thisisaneffectivewayforadultstolearnbecause
theyalwayshavemotiveforcomingforalesson,sotheyarethebest
decisionmakersasregardslearning,Thefacilitatorcanonlysuggestbut
cannotimpose learning system.The learnermakes decisions about
content,resources,methods,accessmentandevaluationofthelearning.
Theydeterminetheirneeds,goals,resourcesandimplementaplantomeet
theseneedsForinstance,Ihaveseveraladultlearnersin myliteracy
lessons,theycomewithdifferentmotives,somealreadycanreadverywell
buthavesomedifficultyspellingsotheycometoenhancetheirabilityin
spelling,some have neverbeen to schooland hence wantto know
everythingfrom scratch,whereasotherscomefortheclasstobeableto
speakintherightpronunciation.Withthesevarietiesoflearningneedsonly
theadultlearnerisinthebestpositiontodirectlearning.Anotherexample
isthatalearnerwantstotakeaclass,findamentor,orjoinanonline
discussiongroup.SDLcanbefoundthroughoutthecontextsofadultlife,
including the workplace,continuing professionaleducation,health and
medicalfields,highereducation,andinonlinecontextswhereresearch
suggeststhatthemoresuccessfulonlinelearnersarealsomoreself-
directed(Merriam 2014).
Oneoftheadvantages,ofself-directedlearningisthatitcanbeeasily
addedintodailyroutinesandatthelearnersconvenienceinflowwiththeir
preferences.Itcanincludeinteractingwithpeers,expertsandgetting
informationontheinternet.Forinstance,Iam aPhDstudentstudyingin
AtlanticInternationalUniversity,thelearningisself-directed,Ichoosemy
coursesmyselfandIhaveanoptiontotakeupoptionalcourses,whichis
notcompulsory,whenIneedhelpIhavetutortoreachouttoandthe



school’scustomerclientofficerwhoisdoingsuchanamazingjob.The
schoolhasanonlinelibrarywhereIcansourceforinformationandgetall
thedetailsIwant.Theentireprocessoflearninggivesmeakindof
fulfillmentknowingIam satisfyingalearningneed.
Theproblem withself-directedlearningisthatitcanbedifficultforadults
whodolackindependence,whoarenotswiftwiththeinternet,whoarenot
goodwithsocializingandwholackenoughliteracyskills.InitiallywhenI
startedself-directedIwasexpectingtobetaught,ittookmeabouttwo
weekstounderstandhowthesystem worksandIthinkIam havingagreat
timelearningwhatIknowisbestforme.Soinasituationwherebythe
adultisnotusedtobeenself-directed,thefacilitatorhasadutytobe
patientenoughtoguidethelearnertillheorshehasbeguntoshowalevel
oflearningindependence.Thereisneedforencouragement,stillusing
myselfasanexamples,whenIstartedthePhDprogramme,initiallyIwas
gettingreallyanxiousbecauseIwasn’tunderstandingthesystem andhow
itworksbutthecustomerserviceofficerandmytutorwerealways
available,theydidn’tonlyguideme,buttheencouragementwasamazing,I
gotmotivationalquotesandtheyweresohelpful.Onetimemycourse
advisercalledtoaskmeifIhadanydifficultyandencouragedme.
AlthoughIam apartfrom thesepeopleevenfrom adistance,Ibecame
motivatedbeyondselfmotivation.Iwasinitiallyconfusedonthecoursesto
choosefrom butthetutorguidedmeandgavemeobjectivesofeach
coursesoithelpedmemaketherightdecisions.Whenanadultlearneris
experiencingthisdifficultyitisimportanttopatientlyguidethem,helpthem
understandtheobjectivesofeverycourseandencouragethem tilltheyare
motivated.



TransformativeLearning
Ofthe three foundationaltheories ofadultlearning,transformative

learningisthemostrecentandmostwrittenabout.Insteadoffocusingon
theadultlearner’scharacteristicsasandragogyandtoalargeextentself-
directedlearningdo,transformativelearningfocusesonthecogni¬tive
processofmeaningmaking.Thistypeoflearningisconsideredanadult
learningtheorybecausetransformativelearningisdependentonadultlife
experiencesandamorematurelevelofcognitivefunction¬ingthanfound
inchildhood.(Meriam,2014)

Insimilarvein,Mezirow(2000),listedten-steptransformationallearning
processwhich stillframesmuch oftoday’sresearch.The processis
usuallyinitiatedthroughasuddenordramaticexperience(a“disorienting
dilemma”inMezirow’sterm)whereinadultsarechallengedtoexamine
theirassump¬tionsandbeliefsthathaveguidedmeaningmakinginthe
past,butnow arenolongeradequate.From anexaminationofcurrent
beliefs,thelearnermovesto exploring new waysofdealing with the
dilemmawhichmayleadtoachangeinabelief,attitude,oranentire
perspective.Thenewperspectiveismoreinclusiveandaccommodatingof
awiderrangeofexperiencesthanthepreviously-heldperspective.Mezirow,
whostudiedtheexperiencesofwomenreturningtocollege,isconsidered
themainarchitectofthistheorythoughsincehisearlycontributionmany
frameworks,definitions,and theorieshavebeenproposed.Learning in
adulthoodisoftenmorethanjustaddinginformation.Itisalsomaking
senseofourexperienceandcanresultinachangeinabelief,attitude,or
perspective.Aperspectivetransformationiscentraltothistypeoflearning.
WhileMezirowfo¬cusedonpersonal,individualtransformation,hereadily
acknowledgedtheinfluenceofBrazilianeducator,PauloFreire.Hewroteof
theneedfortransformationallearningtoaddressoppressionandbring
aboutsocialchange.
Transformativelearningisalearningthatchangesthewayapersonthinks
aboutthemselvesandtheirworld.Inmyopinionlearningisnotcompleteif
itdoesnotbringaboutachange.AccordingtoKing(2000),English
languagelearnersoftenreportashiftintheirviewofU.S.cultureandin
theirviewofthemselvesastheygainconfidenceincommunicatingina
newlanguage.
InAfrica,somestrictbeliefsandvaluesthatstermedfrom cultureand
religionbegantogivewaywitheducation,forinstancethekillingoftwins,
restrictionofwomenfrom attainingwesterneducation,femalechild
circumstition,slavetrade,superstition,Etc.



PaoloFreire,taughtBrazilianworkerstoreadbyengagingthem,througha
problem-posinginstructionalapproach,indiscussionsaboutworkingcondi
-tionsandpoorcompensation,therebyhelpingthem changetheirthinking
and strive for socialchange.To Freire,transformative learning is
emancipating.(Mezirow,2000)

Adultfacilitatorscanassistadultlearnersintransformativelearningby:

•Createa learning environmentthatisconduciveand thatsupports
transformativelearning.Taylor(2000)suggeststhatteachersneedto
be“trusting,empathetic,caring,authentic,sincere,anddemonstrativeof
highintegrity”.Adultlearnersshouldbeprovidedwithfeedbacksthatare
helpful.Thereisneedforlearningactivitiesthatpromotesstudents
interest,interest,participationandcollaboration.

•Knowyourstudentsandtheirlearninginterest.Cranton(2000)suggests
that“thinking types”who enjoylogic willappreciate “case studies,
debates,criti-calquestioning,andanalysesoftheoreticalpers-pectives”.
Thosewhoshyawayfrom speakingpubliclywillbemorecomfortable
workinginateam wheretheygivecontributionsandnothavetobethe
solespeakerwhereasoutspokenlearnerswouldbesoexcitedtobethe
team leadanddothepresentations.Therearelearnerswhowould
ratherbebythemselvesandstudyinacalmeratmosphere.

•Createlearningactivitiesthatshowsdifferentpointsofview.Cranton
(2002)suggests using filmsand shortstories.She also suggests
havingstudentsen-gageinjournalwritingtoengageinself-reflection.
Theteachercanaskalearnertowriteabriefautobiographicalessay
and then askotherstudentsto review and reflecton the writer’s
assumptions.Each student can take a turn at writing his/her
autobiographicalessay.Anothertechniqueistousecriticalincidentsto
engage in reflective discourse,in which learners reflect on an
experience,eithergoodorbad,andanalyzetheirassumptionsand
variousperspectives.Whentheteacherwritesandsharesasanequal,
anatmosphereoftrustandopennessisfostered.



OtherLearningTheoriesthatcanbeAdoptedinAdultEducation

HereareotheradultlearningtheoriesasnotedbyRothwell(2008).
1.FunctionalisticTheoriesofLearningpropoundedbyEdward

Thorndike,BFSkinner.Thisisasystem wherebybiologicalorganisms
adapttotheirenvironmentthroughlearning.Thiscanbeachieved
withadultlearnersbyencouragingthem,rewardingtheirefforts,
creatingacomfortablelearningenvironment.

2.AssociationisticTheoriesofLearningpropoundedbyPavlov,Edwin
Guthrie,William Estes.Thetheorystatesthattheworldseeninthe
wayspeopleassociatestimuli.Thisalsomeansthatpeopletendto
rememberaneventwhentheyseeafamiliaritywiththeirpresent
state.Thistheoryimpliesthatpracticeisaneffectivewaytobuild
skill,differentcueshelpspeopleunlearnwhattheyhavepreviously
learned,ifthelearningenvironmenthaveenoughcuesandfamiliarity
itwillspeeduplearning.Forinstanceanadultlearnerwhowantsto
enhancetheirliteracyskills,itisjustperfecttogetwordsthatare
likelytobecommonlyusedintheperson’sworkplace,business
place,Etc.itwillaidlearningfasterbecausesincetheyhaveheard
thesewordsbeforetheycaneasilylinkthewords.

3.CognitiveTheoriesofLearningpropoundedbyEdwardTolman,Albert
Bandura,DonaldNorman.Thistheoryfocusesoncognition,the
processofknowing

• Encouragelearnerintuition
• Organizeinstructionaroundpicturesofthewhole
• Providelearnerswithcognitivemapsbytakingstepstotryand

understandhowpeopleunderstandthebigpicture
• Guidelearnerstowatchthosewhoaresuccessfulat

performingobservabletaskstoencouragesociallearning
• Usebehavioralmodelingtoencouragesociallearning
• Encouragelearnerstotryoutwhattheyarelearningbydoing

behavioralrehearsals.(Rothwell2008).

4.ConstructivistTheoriesofLearningPiaget.Thefocusishowlearners
internalizewhattheyhavelearned.Learnersdonotjustpassively
takeininformationbutitisaddedtoafoundationofprevious
knowledge.Forinstance,ifIbeforeIteachmyadultlearners3letter
wordsImusthavetaughtthem 2letterwordssotheyusethisthe
knowledgefrom 2letterwordstoget3letterwords.Inusingthis



theoryitisimportantthatthefacilitatorhaveproperbackground
beforeintroducingnewtopics,topicsmuststartfrom simpleto
complex,curriculum mustbeproperlyorganized.



Conclusion/Suggestion

Inordertoteachadultseffectivelyitisimportantthatthevarioustheories
ofhow adults learn are adequatelyapplied in a balanced way.Adult
learnersneedtobebuiltinsuchawaythattheycanbecomeindependent
learnersandwhatevertheylearncanbepracticedandmostimportantly
learningwithoutachangeisnotlearningafterall.Thegreatestevaluation
ofanyadulteducationprogrammeisthatthereisachangeintheadult
learner.
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